Primary demyelination in visna. An ultrastructural study of Icelandic sheep with clinical signs following experimental infection.
Two Icelandic sheep with clinical signs of visna appearing 6-7 years after intracerebral infection with visna virus were killed, fixed by perfusion and the central nervous system lesions examined by light and electron microscopy. Both sheep showed similar pathological changes. In the brain there was a severe periventricular inflammatory process with small foci of liquefaction necrosis and scattered small granulomas. In some areas of inflammation there was evidence of primary demyelination but it was not prominent. In the spinal cord there were focal plaques of primary demyelination. At the ultrastructural level the spinal cord lesions showed unambiguous primary demyelination with many naked axons; various stages of remyelination with peripheral type of myelin were also common. These observations indicate that the CNS lesions of visna, as seen in Icelandic sheep, fall into two categories: (a) an inflammatory process which often begins within weeks of infection and which occurs in the majority of infected animals in the absence of clinical paresis; and (b) focal demyelinating lesions of the spinal cord which are seen in sheep with clinical paresis but are uncommon in animals prior to onset of clinical signs. Both types of lesions may coexist.